
FEANTSA CONFERENCE - 11TH MAY.

OPENING SPEECH
May I first of all welcome you all to this important conference, which has been organised by FEANTSA and is being hosted by the Committee of Regions, in their splendid building.
As a member of that Organisation, I have been responsible for producing two opinions on the European Union National Action Plans for Social Exclusion– and there is no doubt that one of the main elements of that phenomenon  is a lack of  secure and stable accommodation.

Homelessness in the 21st century is something about which none of us can be proud.   It is a blight on the lives of those subjected to it – often the most marginalised in our society;  people with mental health, drug and alcohol problems;  those discharged from prison and, sometimes the armed forces; the unemployed,  immigrants and asylum seekers and victims of domestic violence .
We have all seen the images of people sleeping rough in our streets or wandering from hostel to hostel, day after day, with all their worldly possessions stuffed in a couple of plastic bags. 
It requires concerted policies to ensure that these people have a roof over their heads, receive medical care, receive supported treatment for their addictions, are able to access social security monies  – and, where possible, secure enough stability in their lives to find work.
 Local authorities are uniquely placed to develop solutions to these difficult problems.  With our well-being powers, we seek through innovative policies to restore self-esteem and self-confidence and to give a helping hand to the most vulnerable people in our communities.
However, this is not always easy – sometimes homeless people prefer the camaraderie of the street, sometimes their problems are so challenging they cannot be resolved by just offering a hostel bed.  These facts are not new – and thankfully policies across Europe are being designed to deal with them .

FEANTSA’S latest report warns that homelessness is on the increase in Europe.  Those now most at risk include immigrants, a trend that is not surprising in this global village of ours.  The western world is a magnet to those in less developed countries who have only known poverty..  Sadly, the dream of a new life  - often started at extortionate cost to them, and great benefit to human traffickers – can frequently lead to their exploitation.  Immigrants from developing countries are often the target of vilification in their adopted homes and made to feel they are not welcome.  This antipathy translates to negative treatment in their search for accommodation and jobs – even for those who have come from a professional background and have a skill to offer.  
For those who have arrived illegally, their lack of status makes them vulnerable as few countries are prepared to commit to providing additional housing for floating populations.  As a result the problem of homelessness increases. 
Each member state has different approaches to addressing these issues – but it is important that we share solutions.    That is why we are here to-day.
This FEANTSA seminar is about facilitating European and transnational exchanges to help local authorities strengthen local strategies based on lessons learnt from other countries. 
The goal to-day has been to gather representatives from local and regional authorities, homeless service providers, elected representatives and other experts involved in the fight against homelessness in order to:

· Understand the potential of European exchanges for improving local strategies – and this will be discussed in Session 1:  
· To learn more about local authority strategies in other countries focusing on themes such as monitoring of homelessness, interagency working, social housing:  this will be the content for
Session 2

· And, finally under Session 3 to examine the potential of a European forum to combat homelessness.
I am looking forward to participating in the discussions, and to hearing the contributions from the speakers.   It gives me great pleasure to formally, declare this Conference open.
PAGE  
1

